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TOWNSVILLE DURING WORLD WAR I 
Mr. M. Douman 
In this paper I hope to show that Townsville fits into the overall 
Australian picture during the war, but at the same time displays a few 
characteristics that are unique to it alone. 
On the outbreak of war, Townsville as elsewhere rallied strongly to 
the Allied cause, but as time passed the initial fervour died down, to be 
replaced by a more passive patriotism. Group relationships were relativ-
ely harmonious but this was not to last long. 
The first signs of conflict arose during the campaign for the 1915 
State election, and simmered below the surface after the conservative 
forces in the north brooded over the fact of having lost 12 of the 14 
North Queensland electorates to the Labor Party, thus breaking their 
virtual stranglehold on government since the birth of Queensland. 
The way in which the new State Labor Government set about 
implementing its policies in order to satisfy its supporters, only added 
to the ire of the conservatives. But with the advent of the conscription 
referendum they saw what they felt was a way to undermine the Government's 
policies, by stressing the need for all the Government's effort to be 
directed towards winning the war, rather than implementing its indxistrial 
and social reform measures. And in an effort to enforce their view, they 
began to question the loyalty of the labour movement. Victory before 
socialism became their banner - an issue which tended to be unique to 
the Queensland and local campaign over conscription. This slogan also 
"represents the conservatives attempt to foster a "new" nationalism - one 
based more on pride of race than pride of class. This, coupled with the 
continued denigration of the labour movement's loyalty - something which 
really could never be in dispute - drove a wedge firmly between the two 
groups in the town. 
The conscription referendum was lost in Townsville, partly due to 
the arrogance of many of the Federal Government's measures, and also 
because of the determined opposition of the labour movement, which 
initiated and sustained the local campaign. This is somewhat different 
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to the rest of Australia, where factors such as the farmers' vote, the 
Catholic vote, fears concerning the Importation of coloured labour to 
replace workers who were conscripted, and so on, were equally as Important. 
All the antagonism and bitterness aroused by this referendum carried 
over into the Federal election of 1917. Hughes, who led the Nationalist 
Party, after splitting the Labor Party over conscription, won the election. 
Townsville however voted against him, showing that not only did it not 
want conscription, but that it was even dubious about the forceful 
prosecution of the war. 
The town's attitude to conscription was reaffirmed later in the 
year when Hughes held another referendum, and the NO vote increased 
substantially. The issue in this referendum was freedom for the imdivld-
ual - a rather pressing matter given again the continuing arrogance of 
Hughes and his supporters. 
Inextricably caught up with all this divisiveness surroimdlng the 
war and conscription, was the issue of industrial militancy, the last 
aspect of group relations in the town that I wish to consider. Apart 
from the overflow of hate from the political campaigns, other contributing 
factors were: the rise in prices and the failure of real wages to retain 
parity with them; and the gradually worsening unemployment situation, 
which at its peak saw 7 ^ of the male workforce of the town unemployed. 
Tension became increasingly pronounced from the time of the 1916 
railway strike onwards, as the workers felt that equality of sacrifice 
was a deceptive slogan, behind which the men they trusted made assults 
on their standards of living and their industrial rights. Not only was 
their animosity directed towards employers and their mates who scabbed 
on them, but it was also directed against the State Labor Government, 
which the workers felt was not doing enough for them. The town increas-
ingly came under worker control, the final act in the suspense drama 
being the celebrated lock up Incident of 1919. So much then for the 
general picture. 
Australia's declaration of war on 4/8/14 was greeted in Townsville 
with heady exhilaration. The local Kennedy Regiment left Townsville on 
the eighth for Thursday Is., having been farewelled by over a third of 
the town's 17,000 people. The exuberence of the town however^like an 
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effervescent drink, was eventually to exhaust itself. 
For the first year, Townsville rallied fairly well to the cause of 
Empire and country. Various patriotic funds were heavily subscribed to, 
women joined Sock and Comfort funds to knit clothes for the volunteers , 
and patriotic meetings were held to maintain the people's zeal for the 
war effort. Patriotic badges and tie pins were sold, and many social 
events were held to raise money. Some businessmen, in the hope that 
sales would increase, tended to use war terminology to describe the 
determination with which they kept prices down, or the concern they had 
to sell only the best. This kind of advertising, on occasion, 
descended to the level of bathos. In one instance, women desirous of 
helping their sisters in Belgium overcome the distress prevailing there, 
were exhorted to "buy (Belgian) Royal Rustless P.D. Corsets". 
On a more serious note, local women, at their own request, were 
given lectures on nursing by the ambulance brigade. A detachment of 
Light Horse was camped at Victoria Park to guard the wireless station. 
And the City Fathers wired the Minister of Defence in December 1914 
requesting that the town's water supply be guarded against sabotage, all 
of which is rather reminiscent of the TV series "Dad's Army". Relnforce-
Ing this concern was the editor of the Townsville Daily Bulletin, whose 
patriotism was beyond question. This was evident from the editorials 
and the selected articles that were reprinted from overseas journals. 
These usually dealt with German perfidy as compared with the Allies' 
moral righteousness. 
As far as enlistments go, it is not possible to cite accurate 
figures for Townsville. One is forced to fall back on Queensland 
figures, and assume that the proportion of men enlisting state wide is 
also true of Townsville. If this is so, and there is no real reason to 
doubt it, then one can say that approximately 38% of all males aged 
between 18 and 44 in the town enlisted. 
As time passed though, the initial fervour for Australia's great 
adventure abated, as it gradually began to dawn on the local populace 
that the war was not to be a six month skirmish. Men continued to leave 
for the front, clerics kept reassuring people that God was their "refuge 
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and strength", and more relatives grieved as the casualty lists grew 
longer. Gradually fewer people ventured forth to see the weekly 
departure of volunteers, and by May 1915 a lull in volunteering had 
occured in the Townsville district. 
As a result of the lull, a determined effort was mounted to revit-
alise the campaign in June. The Townsville Daily Bulletin, like other 
papers, began to feature daily the "Call to Queenslanders". This was 
devised using the language of an earlier, predominant, left wing. Inward 
looking Australian nationalism. It was modified however, so that we now 
see the seeds of a newer, conservative, outward looking, nationalism 
permeated more by a flavour of pride of race rather than of pride of class, 
The "Call" asked: 
Are you not going to be a sport and help the boys who are gone; 
if you don't, and they get beaten, how will you hold up your head 
again? Don't wait for conscription... don't be a looker on, take 
a hand in the game. 
The war game, however, was not as attractive for some, as those 
currently being played within Australia, and as Tin Pot Man said in a 
letter to the Bulletin : 
Should we all volunteer for the front our football clubs would go 
bung, there would be an end to cricket, and whatever would become 
of the horses now in training? 
To counteract this feeling, the Queensland State Government and many 
private firms offered to keep the volunteer's job open on his return. A 
further measure was the arrangement of regular recruiting meetings at 
which representatives of all Churches (bar the Catholic), the Mayor, 
leading lights of the local establishment, and Anthony Ogden (a prominent 
unionist) were usually present. 
By 1916 though it seemed as if most people, had adopted a similar 
attitude to that of the headmaster of the local Grammar School, who had 
said in June of the preceding year: 
We cannot spend our time with long faces and black ties looking 
at newspaper notice boards, or anxiously awaiting the arrival of 
the Bulletin. We can best serve those at the front by attending 
all the more zealously to our work. 
This the townspeople did, while, at the same time, celebrating in 
a proper manner those occasions which were now taking on overtones of a 
grave or sacred nature. Anzac Day was in this category. At a patriotic 
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meeting on the Day itself in 1916jMr Justice Shann described it as 
"the day the world awoke to the fact that Australia was a nation standing 
alongside the Mother Country". It is around this time that we see the 
cultivation of the Anzac legend. Cannon Williams (Anglican) a few 
months later was commenting on how the war had built up the Australian 
character, and had elicited characteristics in it that Australians had 
never dreamed were there. 
The new nationalism still exhibited traces of the old with its 
racist, cliquey, insularity. This is obvious in the anti German feeling 
in the town, little though it was, because of the small number of 
Germans. As early as October 1914 there was friction between Australians 
and Germans on the wharf over job preference. In May 1915 there was a 
similar problem at the Ross River meat works followed by June 1916 when 
men at the City Council quarry refused to work with a German employed 
there. It is also about this time that the name of the suburb German 
Gardens was changed to Belgian Gardens. The last and most interesting 
incident of anti German feeling involved Dr. Anton Brienl, and took 
place during February 1916. 
The issue was precipitated following the monthly meeting of the 
Hospital Committee, when Anthony Ogden spoke against the action of the 
Board in accepting Dr. Brelnl as the hospital surgeon, following the 
departure of the resident surgeon to Thursday Island. Dr. Brelnl had 
been brought to Australia by the Federal Government from the Liverpool 
Tropical Disease Research Institute, to take charge of the local 
Tropical Institute. His knowledge of tropical diseases was considered 
so good that naval men from the south were sent to Townsville for 
treatment, as were others from Rabaul who had contracted malaria. On 
the departure of Dr. Ross for Thursday Island, Dr. Brelnl had voluntarily 
offered his services to fill the vacancy which resulted. The trouble 
arose because, while he had been naturalised in May 1914, he was a 
native of Bohemia. An anti Brelnl campaign subsequently followed in 
the Dally Bulletin, where, among other things, it was stated that there 
were Australian doctors who could have handled the job as well; that 
Germany did not recognise a subject's naturalisation in another country; 
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that more mothers would send sons to the front if aliens were not in high 
positions; and that while Dr. Brelnl might not appear to be interested in 
politics, everyone knew "how Germans say nothing but think a lot". 
The tide did not run completely against Dr. Brelnl, for while many 
put forward numerous reasons why his appointment was far from wise, a number 
of other people, who could loosely be classed as part of the upp^r 
echelons of Townsville society, considered it a proper and wise action. 
Their pro Brelnl sentiments however did not reach the same intensity of 
feeling that marked the anti Brelnl campaign, as is seen in a letter by 
Ogden: 
The death grip is on us as a Commonwealth. Is it Germany's 
fault that Dr. Brelnl is not Superintendent of the Townsville 
Hospital in the name of the Kaiser today? Have my critics 
the hardihood to say that such a high public position being 
filled by a stranger doesn't work against the Commonwealth? 
Dr. Brelnl is not the issue; but the Empire and freedom against 
the militarism of the fire eating Prussian. 
Well to the forefront of the movement for Empire as against the 
"fire eating Prussian" was the Anglican Church. Bishop Feetham had 
been in favour of the war since its outbreak. He had equated patriotism 
with Christ's sacrifice on the cross - theologically a rather questionable 
parallel. He was not alone in this regard, as most clergy of all 
denominations felt the same. (Once again it is difficult to know what 
the Roman Catholic clergy felt) . The war itself was not always seen in 
the same light. Feetham himself took the view that, "there would have 
been no war, but for the great mass of unrepentent and unforgiven sin in 
the world...". Other clergy had a somewhat different view. So much then 
for the relatively quiet tempo of the time up to this point. However, when 
Hughes dropped the bombshell of conscription on the Australian people with 
his annoxmcement ©f 30 August, Townsville's pastoral torpor was shattered. 
The first signs of the division that were to take place over this 
issue occured as early as 20 July, when the Ross River sub branch of the 
A.M.I.E.U. passed a unanimous motion objecting to the introduction of 
conscription. A month later a meeting of all members of the A.M.I.E.U. 
passed a similar motion, while at the same time condemning Hughes, and 
stating that, "the next Parliament should be in the Trades Hall where 
labour could get its desires". Similar union called meetings also fell 
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into step. The anti conscriptionists who comprised many of the 
trade unionists also gained confidence, when the State Labor 
Goveimment on 21 September announced its decision to oppose 
the referendum. 
In the period that led up to the referendum on 28 October, 
Townsville began to experience political violence on a wide 
scale, and in most instances it was as a result of anti 
conscriptionists breaking up pro-conscription rallies. Police 
in most caises stood by helpless. An already difficult situat-
ion was not improved when it was annoimced on 29 September that 
all single men, and widowers without children, between the ages 
of 21 and 35,were to be called up for training, pending the 
outcome of the referendum. These became known as the Hughes-
llers, and Hughes action caused a backlash which went against 
the Government in the referendum. In Townsville the number of 
men thus called up reached the figure of 2,800 or 16% of the 
town's population, though after allowing for exemption 
applications and those medically unfit, only 1175 entered the 
Kissing Point camp. 
Supporting the pro-conscription cause in the town were 
the Townsville and Thuringowa Conscription League, the City 
Fathers and respected gentry of the town, the federal Labor 
member for Herbert (Bamford), the clergy, and the editor of 
the Bulletin. Advertisements in the paper supporting conscript-
ion read: 
The Kaiser expects every voter to vote NO. Protect 
Australia's honour and her womanhood by voting YES. 
True to it's Labor loyalties, a fact attested to by the 
town's voting in the 1914 Federal election and the 1915 State 
election, Townsville voted against conscription - the vote 
being 56.5% for NO. 
Much of the heat that was generated by the referendum 
seemed to dissipate slightly in the ensuing months, only to 
come to the surface again during the Federal election campaign in 
April 1917. This election followed fairly closely on the heels 
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of the Labor Party split over conscription, and saw Hughes leading the 
Nationalists. All the animosities over the previous referendum were 
Injected into this contest, the Nationalists continually decrying Labor's 
patriotism. Townsville was no exception to this Australia wide phenomenon. 
Here Labor's patriotism was being questioned by linking them with the 
IWW. The smear worked to a certain extent, because "there were a consid-
erable number of active members among the meat workers, and it seems that 
the rest responded somewhat sympathetically to the emotional gospel of 
industrial liberation". 
It was becoming more obvious by this time that the conservative 
elements of Australian society were deliberately fostering a split within 
the country, and felt that their new and more respectable, imperial 
oriented, race centred, nationalism was the issue which would return them 
to power. As had been the case with both sides during the conscription 
campaign, wit and manoeuvre were more important than honesty and due 
assessment of fact and reality. Argimients were good if they scored a 
point, regardless of whether they were valid or not, a splended example 
of the old cliche that in times of war and hostility the first casualty 
is truth. Labor for its part kept stressing the point that a Nationalist 
Government would be of no use to the workers, and also referred to the 
spectre of conscription that hung over the community if Hughes was 
returned to power. Hughes went on to win, as did the local Nationalist 
Bamford. While this vote for the Nationalists seems to negate the 
country's earlier vote against conscription, this is not correct. The 
explanation lies in the fact that while the people were against 
conscription, they were still very much in favour of a forceful 
prosecution of the war, and felt that the Nationalists were more likely 
to do this than the Labor Party. The interesting point to note about 
Townsville though is that it voted against the Nationalists, which tends 
to make one believe that not only was Townsville against conscription, 
but that it was also tired of the war. 
It was not until 7 November, that Labor's dire warnings about 
Hughes came true, and, as predicted, Hughes announced another referendum 
on conscription. The Labour movement again came out strongly in opposition. 
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though the Trades and Labor Coxmcil pledged to assist the local 
recruiting committee in the interests of increasing voluntary 
recruiting. This however, was not as dramatic as the support 
offered for the war effort by the Townsville Chamber of Commerce, 
which, on 23 November, proclaimed that: 
Townsville will not lay down its sword until Germany 
surrenders its fleet intact, extends the boundaries 
of France to the Rhine, replaces every Allied ship 
sunk, and splits up the Federal German states. 
It's not known how much sleep the Kaiser lost over that 
untimatum. 
The second conscription campaign was less intense in 
Townsville than the first. The labor non-labor conflict of the 
1916 referendimi is played down, the theme this time being more 
that of freedom for citizens, as opposed to the 1916 slogan of 
freedom for socialism. 
While Hughes' distortions and underhand methods antagonized 
the local unions, the conservatives forgave all, because they 
knew, "that we are fighting for the 10 commandments". Once 
again however the smear tactics and the impugnment of Labor's 
loyalty failed, as the NO vote on 20 December in Townsville 
increased to 64.5%. Advertisements such as the following had 
fallen on deaf ears: 
How would they vote 
How would the Kaiser vote? NO! 
How would the Sultan vote? NO! 
How will Mr Ryan vote? NO! 
How would you vote if you were a German? NO! 
With the advent of the new year, the minds of the people were 
diverted from the war by a campaign of a different kind - the State 
elections. During the campaign many of the issues raised during the 
conscription referendum were resurrected. The local Nationalist 
candidates concentrated on Impugning Labor's patriotism, criticised 
what they saw as its excessive class bias, and condemned its treatment 
of returned soldiers. Local trade unionists did not take too kindly to 
this, and Nationalist meetings were consistently disrupted as a result. 
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One particularly noteworthy meeting saw speakers howled down, lumps of 
street metal thrown at them, a Bulletin reporter stoned, the speaker's 
platform overturned, and the speaker himself surrounded by a crowd of 
several hundred when he took refuge in a nearby car. The police stood 
by helpless. Notwithstanding all this, both Labor candidates retained 
their seats. In the seat of Townsville the Labor vote reached 54.6%, 
and in the seat of Mundingburra 70.1%. 
Labor's dominance in the town was to show itself in more ways than 
election and referendum results, and this brings me to the last, and 
perhaps most important aspect of Townsville in this period - industrial 
militancy. The first signs of group polarisation seen around the time 
of the 1916 referendum, became less of warning posts than established 
facts, as strikes in Townsville after 1917 became more frequent and more 
bitter. Violence increased, and made those samples of it seen during the 
first conscription referendum, and during the 1918 State election, look 
pale by comparison. This no doubt resulted from frustation with the war, 
the rising cost of living, and increasing unemployment. The absurd 
accusations which came from the responsible sections of the community 
would not have helped matters. Society's leaders failed the people as 
they did them. There was certainly a limit to the extent to which the 
labor movement would stand having its patriotism impugned, before it 
would strike back. It would seem that there was a high correlation 
between these two factors. It was also questionable as to how long 
labourcould be expected to stand for a depressed standard of living even 
though a war was in progress. What was the use of having a Labor 
Government in power after fifty five years, if the labour movement 
received no tangible results? Why should labour carry the burden of the 
war so that the capitalists would have a better life? These and other 
considerations it seems explain the degree of union militancy in 
Townsville. From a city of relative calm, and at least normal group 
relationships, Townsville came under the dominance of industrial labour. 
The Liberal, pro conscription. Empire-oriented sector of the town became 
submissive to the unionists' will. In a town where labour was dominant 
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(as is attested by voting patterns and census statistics) there is 
nothing much else they could do but 'grin and bear it'. 
Townsville had seen strikes in the war period as early as August 
1914 in the railways, and somewhat later in the meatworks, but it was 
not until the railways strike of November 1916, which followed closely 
on the heels of the conscription referendum, that group polarisation 
and antagonism really increased. This strike snowballed as time passed 
and encompassed more unions, until by August 1917, 10 months later, all 
railway systems from Mackay northwards were left idle. Means of 
alleviating the hardship caused in the town were prevented by threats to 
blacklist Individuals and organisations. Both meatworks in the town 
closed down putting 10% of the male workforce out of work and employees 
in town bvisinesses were also laid off, substantially boosting the 
percentage of the workforce unemployed. Food shortages also became acute 
in the lower Burdekin, Cloncurry, McKlnley and Hughenden shires. 
As the strike dragged on, the trend towards an extremist position 
became more apparent. At a mass meeting of 2,000 Townsville trade 
unionists on 19 August, Anthony Ogden, speaking in a manner which was 
almost a volte-face when compared with some of his previous pro-
establishment pronouncements, argued that: 
employees should have the right to say how long they 
should work, how much they would do, how much they 
should get for it, and whom they should work with. 
It is not for Justice McCawley to decide these questions -
it is for the men themselves to decide it. 
Speakers at the same meeting also claimed that North Queensland was 
now educating Queensland in labour unity, and contended that their success, 
in completely holding up the railway system, was one of the finest 
arguments in favour of the One Big Union. The strike eventually collapsed 
on 27 August, when the southern and central Queensland branches of the 
railways union broke ranks with those in the North. 
From the time of the collapse of the railway strike in August 1917, 
until October 1918 the industrial situation in Townsville was relatively 
calm. This contrasted somewhat with the ferment in the general political 
conditions of the time. From July 1917 on, IWW slogans begin to appear 
around the town, the classic being "fast workers die young", and in 
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January 1918, some months after the divisive conscription campaign of 
1917, complaints were aired in the press about processions through the 
town of, "dirty foul mouthed blackguards who monopolise the sidewalks of 
our town and sing the Red Flag". The only other trouble in the town 
occured in February as a result of demonstrations over free speech, which 
resulted in union criticism of police over victimization. 
It was not to be long though before industrial trouble arose again, 
this time as a result of a sanitary workers strike in October. 6ne 
historian has described this strike as a : 
Well planned campaign of filth and vandalism until the state 
of the streets made it almost unsafe for people to move outside 
their homes. 
As far as the editor of the Bulletin was concerned: 
Townsville for the last year or so has been developing 
Bolshevism until now, except that there is no bloodshed, 
the mob management of affairs in this city, differs very 
little, from the Petrograd and Moscow brand... With the 
exception of Broken Hill, there is less regard for 
industrial laws in Townsville than in any other centre in 
Australia. 
In referring also to the Butchers' strike which was on at the same 
time, he went on to say: 
These strikes completely prove that the leaders having 
exploited the Arbitration Court and a friendly governmient 
to the utmost, now propose to disregard both, and rule the 
community by terrorism and "direct action". They have 
hoisted the Jolly Roger, jettisoned the industrial judges, 
and thrown the Arbitration Court and all its provisions 
overboard. "Long live Anarchy!" 
And even more incensed he asked on 26 October: 
Is the Queen City of the North to be ruled by its eleven 
honourary aldermen or its twelve paid sanitary workers? 
After two weeks with no sanitary service the Council demanded that, 
the Government step in. A week later a rlumber of sanitary services in 
the city were Interferred with, and the contents emptied in Ogden Street. 
Two tins of night soil were also piled against the door of the Town Hall, 
and the City Health Inspector's office. Finally on 28 October, four 
weeks after the strike began, the Government intervened and the men 
returned to work. This intervention had only resulted becaUse of fear 
of a typhoid epidemic. No sooner had order been restored than yet another 
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strike broke out at the meatworks. Trouble had been flaring up all 
during the war period at the meatworks, and the workers had invariably 
got their way because of the prosperity of the industry, and the protect-
ion accorded to it by the Meat Supply for Imperial Uses Act of 1914. -
It is important to note that until March 1918, when the'meat industry 
was handed down its first award under the arbitration system, wages and 
conditions were determined by direct negotiation between employer and 
employee. Industrial disputes were solved by similar negotiation between 
company representatives and the union representatives on the job. More 
important even than the issue of collective bargaining, and a factor which 
was to be at the heart of the meat industry strikes in 1918-19, was the 
issue of preference to unionists. This had been granted by the meat 
export companies at the end of 1912, and resulted in all labour required 
for the works being engaged through the union. This led to certain 
abuses, as a new hand sent by the union to the works, reported to the 
departmental (union) delegate, and not the works foreman. A number of 
these delegates from various departments made up a board of dontrol 
(the basic unit of the A.M.I.E.U.), and to a large extent these boards 
were able to usurp the functions of management. The unions were also 
placed in a strong bargaining position because a stoppage meant the total 
loss of a considerable quantity of valuable and highly perishable 
products. It is not surprising that the only time there VP.S a serious 
strike in which the A.M.I.E.U. was involved, was in 1918, when the meat 
companies, for the first time, took a stand against union demands. 
Trouble had been brewing at the meatworks since April 1918, partly 
instigated by the employers who tried to create sectional rivalry between 
employees. By November, men at both works were out on strike over 
relatively insignificant issues, issues which however for the unionists 
involved matters of principle that they could not concede, even though 
they realised their employers were deliverately provoking them for 
ulterior motives. From these small issues things developed into a strike 
over job control at the meatworks. This issue came into prominence on 
16 December when it was learned that the meat companies in Queensland 
were to approach the Industrial Court in January 1919 to seek the 
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abolition of the clause in the meatworks award under which the companies 
were bound to employ men through the A.M.I.E.U. office. The companies, 
exasperated by union control at the works, forgot their long standing 
rivalry and joined forces. In their attempts to bring the A.M.I.E.U. 
under the control of the Arbitration Court, they had willing allies in 
the State Labor Government, who were becoming increasingly embarrassed 
by Industrial unrest in the town. Not much love was lost between the 
A.M.I.E.U. and the Labor Party, whose claims to represent the working 
class were rejected by the union. In fact even Brisbane officials of the 
union were terrified of being seen in the streets of the town on those 
occasions when they had to come north. 
The timing of the company-activated confrontation was largely 
determined by an end to the war, an eventuality which would involve the 
loss of safe financial returns guaranteed by imperial contract, and the 
necessity once more to compete on the highly competitive international 
market. After Justice McCawley abolished the preference clause on 30 
January, a meeting of 700 unionists declared both works black. Shipping 
companies subsequently refused to call at the port unless they could get 
a guarantee that railway men and wharfies would load the ships. Conflict 
subsequently broke out between the scabs and the strikers, being particu-
larly violent between returned soldier scabs and strikers. These two 
groups resorted to using rifles against each other. The strike was 
eventually broken in March, four months after it began, because enough 
scabs were found to operate the plant. This was due not to any lack of 
class consciousness on their part, but because of the extremely high 
unemployment in the town, which reached 7^% of the male workforce at its 
peak. This however failed to moderate the pronouncements of the militants 
who claimed that a scab was, "not worth a spit from a good unionists mouth". 
This isn't all that they had to say about the scab, and at this point I feel 
it's apposite to quote from the Ross River meatworks scab list which was 
circulated at the time. The degree of personal abuse and the general 
smearing of character shows the extent to which unionists were concerned 
at the lack of worker solidarity exhibited by their former friends. Some 
descriptions are as follows : 
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1) fifty, 5'9", married, dark, greaser, late Indian 
army flogger, ex-pub yardman, tried false pretences 
Chillagoe, now member F.E.D.F.A. or Scabs Union, 
living Oonoonba 
2) pimp and spy.for boss 
3) very dark, Austrian, boiler cleaner, late bosses 
spy Charters Towers, now pimping Ross River, tried 
for larcency 
4) living bigamously, member Townsville waterside, 
attempted to form scab union, beer hum 
5) buck teeth, flat footed, scabbed in every strike, 
keeps a baby farm 
6) paid under the lap by the company, tale teller, 
beer guzzler, speed up artist, ex-soldier, and 
bike stealer 
7) gone grey from creeping to management, German 
8) Jewish appearance 
9) went to war to escape jail for carnally knowing 
10) drtmken pig and fornicator 
11) one wall eye, gutty, robs drunks, well known bludger 
12) married, sexual pervert, fitter when fit 
13) speed up man, bosses donkey, made his sons scab 
14) chow appearance 
15) 1891 shearer shooter 
16) returned soldier, criminal record 
17) returned soldier, ex pug, went mad from scabbing, 
gone to Goodna 
Running concurrently with the strike were the regular meetings and 
processions through the town of the unemployed. Radical solutions to 
present ills were the order of the day. One of the leading figures of 
the local unemployed declared that: 
The only chance of the worker is the O.B.U...The time is 
coming when each of the industries will be organised on the 
job, and then we will be able to dispense with the Arbitration 
Court and the politicians and eventually overthrow the capitalist 
system and become free men. 
The situation in Townsville went from bad to worse as the months 
passed. The Spanish Influenza epidemic reached Townsville in May where 
its ravages produced widespread panic. On 20 May the local branch of the 
Federated Seamen Union went on strike in support of nation wide demands 
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that ships be quaranteened in each port. In Townsville the dispute centred 
around the ship Morlalta. On 28 May a monster union demonstration was held 
on the wharf near the Morlalta. Strategically placed between the demonstrat-
ors and the ship was the gunboat Una , which was an Ironic choice given the 
situation that we have, of the Establishment of Townsville using a captured 
German vessel of war to prevent a workers' demonstration. Under the shadow 
of small cannons and vigilant armed men, the union leaders addressed the 
crowd, and asked them to back the A.M.I.E.U. in its fight against the 
scabs employed at the meatworks. A motion was passed accordingly. 
From this time on, depression, unemployment, and industrial unrest, 
begin to reduce the city to a state of seige. As work on the wharf 
ceased, the food supply dwindled and commodities such as flour had to be 
rationed. Before long a government official reported that,"it is not a 
question of having to work for a living, but fighting to live in Townsville, 
under present conditions". It was in this atmosphere that the earlier 
meatworks strike broke out anew in Townsville on 23 June over employment 
of scabs. The meat companies refused to give an inch, and welcomed the 
strike, as employment at the works would in any case be irregular due to 
the shipping strike, and at least this way they saved money, while making 
it seem the unionists were to blame. With uncertainity surrounding pro-
duction the companies were not prepared to concede. 
Various employer groups spoke out against the A.M.I.E.U. and asked 
for its deregistration. The editor of the North Queensland Register in 
a sweeping attack upon the labor movement in general stated that : 
Carney, Rhymer, Ogden, Sampson and company, defy the government; 
proclaim the superiority of combined unionism above mere majority 
law; terrorise unionists who recognise that the anarchistic policy 
adopted is hurrying the Party to ruin, and the country into 
insolvency; the Labor members for Townsville have been scared into 
silence... the government too are afraid to act. 
The initial spark that was to be fanned into a far bigger conflagration, 
resulted from a raid, in the early hours of 27 July, on the Stuart Creek 
railway trucking yeard, by 300 unionists who wanted to prevent the removal 
of 500 head of cattle from the district. The presence of six policemen 
and two stockmen failed to deter the men. The following afternoon. Pierce 
Carney and Mick Kelly were arrested in connection with the raid, on a 
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charge of Intimidating a stockman into leaving his position, but 
both were subsequently dismissed on the grounds of insufficient 
evidence. The same night there was a record attendance at a meeting at 
the Tree of Knowledge, where speakers criticized the fact that Kelly, a 
sick man, was put in a cell. They also criticized the Government's 
"repressive" measures to prevent serious trouble occurring. After the 
meeting, the crowd, "egged on by speakers, some of whom appear to have 
suggested violence in words ostensibly intended to dissuade the crowd 
from it", marched to the lock up to see Kelly and Carney, singing the 
Ref Flag. 
On arrival at the lock up some of the demonstrators called for the 
release on bail of Carney and Kelly, while others went inside the grotmds. 
A scuffle ensued with a police sergeant, firearms went off, and people 
scattered. Nine people were wounded in the melee. A section of the 
unionists, who were antagonised by this police action, were not to let 
the matter rest there. Two days later on 30 Jtme, a meeting was held at 
the Tree of Knowledge, at which Carney (released the day before on bail) 
addressed the men. Sherwood well describes the situation thus: 
The main shopping centre became a ghost town... The main 
street of Townsville was in the possession of the meatles 
and their allies, and they disported themselves by shooting 
pigeons off the Post Office roof. 
Twenty police with rifles arrived at the scene to disperse the 
unionists, but after being narrowly missed by one of the more excited 
riflemen, they took refuge in the Bank of Australasia. The meeting then 
got out of hand, and one section of the crowd (estimated by one police 
officer at 2,000) raided Rooney's, for the purpose of obtaining rifles 
and ammunition with which to defend themselves. Another section raided 
Alfred Shaw's for the same reason, smashing glass doors and firing off 
rifles in the store, as is normally depicted in movies of the American 
west. The sequels to both raids were court cases on 23 July, at which 
one of the crowd leaders was convicted and imprisoned. On 7 August, a 
fourteen year old boy was convicted but put in the custody of a 
clergyman because of his youth. 
The Mayor of the town was perturbed by the lawlessness prevailing 
in his city, and immediately after the raids sent a wire to the Premier 
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and the Commissioner of Police in Brisbane. Cabinet conferred on the crisis 
and decided to dispatch fifty police to Townsville. A proclamation was 
also issued by the Government acquiring all firearms, ammunition, and 
explosives, in the town's stores, or which were in the stores in the 
previous forty eight hours, and they were ordered to be handed over to 
the Police Magistrate. Hotels were also closed at the Mayor's request. 
Townsville had, as Bolton aptly describes it, "the air of a beleaguered 
city". The police sent from Brisbane also experienced trouble in 
arriving at Townsville, because the Charters Towers railway employees 
refused to work the train to Townsville, but they were eventually brought 
down by four officials and a regular guard, and the men who refused to work 
the train were subsequently dismissed. 
In the ensuing months, criticism was continually levelled at the 
Government by the striking unionists, because they had intervened on the 
side of the employers. One spokesman claimed that : "now they had beaten 
the Hims, they had had some of them brought home, and put them in Labor 
Party uniform, to shoot the workers down." 
By the end of July, with no apparent signs that the strike would 
end, the local meat companies cancelled all contracts for cattle. The 
compulsory conference that had been sitting in Brisbane for the previous 
two weeks, broke up a week later, when the A.M.I.E.U. voted against giving 
an assurance that there would be no more strikes in 1919 and 1920, if 
preference was restored. Meanwhile, Carney, who by this time seems to 
have let his position in the A.M.I.E.U. go to his head, was saying at 
public meetings, that "he just wanted to sling a tip to the coppers that 
they had gone far enough". 
While the strike was still in progress the Government set up a Royal 
Commission to investigate the lock up incident. This virtually white 
washed the police. At the same time as the Royal Commission was probing 
into this, parliamentarians were discussing the issue in Brisbane. While 
other M.P's were condemning Townsville, Dan Ryan, the local representative 
put the blame for the present trouble with the "American beef trust": 
We know that in America, the great home of the Yankee beef trust, 
it is not a case of direct action on the part of the men in order 
to get their rights. When the men of the Yankee beef trust assert 
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their rights they are shot down by gunmen and others hired 
for the purpose - which the law permits - and that is one 
of the reasons we find that wherever the Yankee beef 
trust makes its home, there is trouble between them 
and the workers of Australia. 
By 7 September, however, the unionists had withdrawn some of the 
demands that they had previously put to the "Yankee beef trust", and 
the strike was over. 
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